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This text conjures up 
a voyage, a ‘theory-fiction’ 
that leads the reader to the 
Anthropocene, the new 
geological age. The fiction 
begins with a well-known 
character, recognizable by 
his yellow head of hair and 
his tweets, and ends with 
a fantasy where a rein-
vented Marx is the author 
of a critique of political 
astronomy.
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MARX WITH THE STARS
NOTES FOR AN ESCAPE PLAN FROM THE CURRENT ERA

Frédéric Neyrat

‘It’s silly, no?
When a rocket ship explodes and everybody still wants to fly’.

— Prince, ‘Sign O’ The Times’

Earth Zoom-out (Prologue)

Yellow.
At first, that’s all you can see, nothing but yellow. 
Then you realize that the colour is actually a head of hair crowning a real-estate 

mogul who has acquired the capability of launching tweets and nuclear warheads. 
At the same latitude, one can make out the appearance of an unstable confederation 
of despots backlit by shale gas, adjusting their carbon footprints in accordance with 
their scheduled torture sessions; among them, newly elected democrats establish their 
expertise by codifying the disappearance of the people and by creating for themselves 
the status of demospots and offering a state of exception to suicide bombers in run-
away trucks.

Surrounding those in charge, one can clearly make out nationalist groups, using 
rural zones as support bases; white with fright, who, through such sites as origi-
naryecho.org confirm and curse the existence of the ‘privileged’ among us. Namely: 
‘all those who enjoy having not been completely and immediately destroyed by 
capitalism’ — or, according to another perspective, ‘any individual who has taken 
up the belief that only an individuality that has achieved some sort of professional 
success would be capable of escaping a total liquidation’ (metasociology.org) ; or, 
alternatively, ‘those who bear the half-faded stigma of a knowledge reminding us of 
what must have been forgotten so as to have fallen so far down’ (leftlacan.org).

A bit higher in your ascent, you can begin to make out other territories: valleys 
of silicon, devastated forests, cities aglow overlooking fields of processed food-stuffs; 
urban and rural zones that become blurred residential areas for a billion of individu-
als living in shanty towns where not even Diogenes feels the slightest public outrage; 
in half-vacant spaces left abandoned by the administrative machinery, one can see 
autonomous communities and ephemeral Communes, interconnected yurts, minds 
plunging into the dirt with their hands for the first time, anarchists making alliances 
with trees — all of them striving to save the honor of terrestrial politics. Minoritar-
ian, they converse with the interstitial groups who survive in spite of the continuing 
development and gentrification of the cityscapes. 

You advance a bit higher up still, and you see planes skipping across clouds over 
eroded mountainsides and oceans bloated with plastic. You carefully avoid at all 
costs the satellites and technological waste floating in the upper atmosphere, for-
ever caught within geo-stationary orbit or which finally crashing into Point Nemo. 
You can finally contemplate the Earth as it appears at the bottom of your screen: 
AS17-148-22727, the famous Blue Marble, the image captured by Apollo 17 on 
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December 7, 1972. But already Earth is falling back in the distance, the Moon and 
then the other planets slip right past you, and you find yourself beyond Neptune, 
traversing the Kuiper Belt, you leave the heliosphere and you make your way out into 
interstellar space, then you traverse the Oort Cloud, two light-years from the Sun.  
You venture outside the Milky Way, you move beyond the Local Group of Galaxies,  
you make your way past the Virgo Supercluster, you venture beyond the Local 
Supercluster (Laniakea) that stubbornly drifts and scatters, recalcitrant to any 
gravitational unification.

You’ve done it. You have escaped.
You are lost in the middle of nowhere.
You have finally experienced the ultimate background zoom: a progressive dis-

tancing from the Earth all the way to the limits of the universe.
You have left behind the hegemonic politics that has a firm grip on the Earth — 

the democracy of the economy, the religion of scorched Earth — so you can plunge 
yourself into what is the most distant, the most inhuman. And you don’t necessarily 
have any desire to return.
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How to Go from the Depths of the Universe to Marx?

The theory-fiction voyage that I just proposed transports along with it a rep-
resentation that is, alas, already widespread: considering the inhuman as 
something that we can only encounter by way of an outside freed from the zone 
of psycho-ontological security, as an immoral element, or as materiality that 
is radically distanced from human ‘nature’. Though what would happen if we 
decided to invert the topology of the inhuman? What if the outside was actual-
ly that which was the closest to us? In truth, the Local Supercluster or Lakinea 
(the Hawaiian term for Immense Heaven), is not some far away structure, we are 
already in it, and we are made of it! The Local Supercluster must be recognized 
as the extraterrestrial dimension that opens the Earth to its Outside. But how 
can we continue to support and promote this opening? And in what way can this 
opening allow us to respond to the political stakes that are most certainly earthly 
regarding what we can call a generalized exhaustion — an exhaustion that, 
as I tried to show in this prologue is both democratic as well as environmental?

What my present essay is attempting is to think and gather together what 
seems to be the most disjointed and most distant: the terrestrial and the ex-
tra-terrestrial, the environmental and the astronomical, the political and the 
cosmological. My hypothesis is that the meeting point between these domains is 
geological. It’s by way of the politicization of the geological — a ‘politics of strata’ 
(Nigel Clark) — that the relation between here and the far away will be estab-
lished. I will name this encounter Deep Marx: an encounter between, on the one 
hand, the deep time discovered by geology — a temporality that in the end ex-
ceeds its geological dimension and thus opens itself up to astronomical time, the 
time of the Earth plunged into the universe — and, on the other hand, a politics 
aiming to identify and interrupt the destructive extraction that is the foundation 
of the Anthropocene. In other words, a politics capable of responding without de-
lay to the environmental damage produced by capitalism. IBM has its Deep Blue. 
Hollywood already had its Deep Impact — our era is in need of its Deep Marx.

The Human Being, the Geological Turn, and the Stars

We generally understand an epoch to be defined as a historical time period, 
marked by certain supposedly decisive events. In art for example, we make 
a distinction between the classical period and the modern period, and we speak 
of the ‘Belle Époque’ in regards to the first years of the 20th century. However, 
with Buffon, the term was used to denote a geological period, an ‘age of Nature’ 
deciphered by way of the ‘bowels of the Earth’. Finally we should note that in 
astronomy, the term epoch denotes the moment starting from which the orien-
tation of the two poles of the Earth’s axis is determined in relation to the celestial 
sphere — an orientation that is not completely stationary but varies as a result of 
the slow change in direction of the rotation of the Earth’s axis. If we must define 
our epoch then it will be necessary to simultaneously consider these three mean-
ings or directions [sens] of Time: that which is derived from human history; the 
articulation of this history regarding geological temporality; and the way in which 
this temporality refers to an astronomical outside.
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Only the first two meanings of the word epoch — human social history and 
the geological dimension — are however retained in order to think the Anthro-
pocene, this new geological epoch marked by the promotion of humanity, more 
precisely its most advanced industrial elements, at the level of a geomorphologic 
force. The Anthropocene will have therefore interrupted the Holocene that began 
around 11,700 years ago succeeding the Pleistocene — more commonly known 
by its other name: the Ice Age (2.58 million years before our current era). And yet, 
we have a hard time trying to provide a date for the end of the Holocene or the 
beginning of the Anthropocene. To name the beginning of the Anthropocene 
must we go all the way back to the appearance of homo sapiens and its devastating 
hunting methods, to the invention of farming and agriculture? To the genocide 
of indigenous populations in the aftermath of the colonization of the Americas, 
to the beginnings of the industrial revolution? To Hiroshima? Or to the economic 
globalization that began in the second half of the 20th century? For me, this ques-
tion of finding an exact date seems impossible, since any attempt of a precise 
date strives to retroactively inscribe humanity into the fabric of historical tem-
porality: being at once the subject that, on one hand, invents a category so that 
it can count it with the other, the humanity of the Anthropocene can in no way 
define itself other than by considering itself as the subject who had the desire to 
etch in stone the rupture made by the human being. 

There is nothing new about human beings wanting to symbolize their 
separation with the ‘Kingdom of Nature’ in order to justify their legitimacy to 
master it. This is the very essence of humanism understood as a trans-historical 
discourse for which human beings are exceptional creatures, without a precise 
definition or nature, constrained to defining themselves and therefore to pro-
ducing their own nature. What is new is nevertheless the knowledge of the depth, 
of the persistence by which humanity can from now on make or etch its mark in 
stone. Of course, Buffon already knew very well that the ‘state in which we see 
Nature today is as much our work as it is Nature’s own.’ But the fantasy of the 
Anthropocene is being able to justify the total reversal of the Nature/Humans 
relation, in such a way that the term Nature can no longer be used: what the term 
Anthropocene attempts to inscribe and etch into Nature is that there is no Nature. 
Once identified, this paradox opens itself up to the path toward its resolution.  
It’s clear that the Anthropocene and the geological turn of the thought it gener-
ates seem to require two phases:

Phase 1: an initial phase described as an epoch during which humanity didn’t 
have the technical capacity to sufficiently intervene into Nature in order to enter 
into competition with it: the bowels of the Earth are therefore the products of 
the Earth;

Phase 2: during the second phase, the geological dimension ends up under the con-
trol of industrial humanity. As the propaganda puts it: Welcome to the Anthropocene.

And yet, it seems to me that the extreme consequences of the geological turn are 
not really taken into account: for in and of itself, the geological is connected to the 
astronomical. We must remember that the Earth in fact was formed by way of an 
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accretion of elements arising out of the explosion of supernovas. To borrow an 
expression from Hubert Reeves, we are, materially speaking, ‘stardust’. Or, to use 
an expression of another astrophysicist, Jean Duprat, ‘from the viewpoint of our 
most intimate constituents, we are extraterrestrials…’ So, the more we take the 
geological dimension into consideration, the more we are expelled into the stars, 
toward the origins of the Earth some 4.5 million years ago. The more the hu-
man being is caught up with the geological, the more she is led into the cosmic. 
Phase 3 will be written thus: the re-turn of the astronomical will take the relay from 
the geological turn.

If the astronomical reversal is real, if the astronomical is not simply some 
distant, far off reality but rather beats with a cosmic blood inside the bowels of 
the Earth, then that should change the way in which we envisage the possibility of 
exiting the Anthropocene. In a way, this has already been achieved: the so-called 
‘geological turn’ is in fact a geological displacement that leads us from the terres-
trial to the extra-terrestrial. If this displacement is recognized, the Anthropocene 
could be considered as a vanishing mediation allowing the human being to grasp 
the Earth's astronomical dimension.

And Deep Time Rises to the Surface of the Epoch

The temporality of the Anthropocene appertains to the depth of time that geolo-
gy has brought to light, ‘deep time’ being nowadays the expression used to speak 
about this form of long-extended temporality. The adjective ‘deep’ enshrouds 
a multiplicity of meanings that I’d like to distinguish. 

The depth of time is first of all, the immensity of time that the emerging 
field of geology, first with James Hutton (1726–1797) and then Charles Lyell 
(1797–1875), takes into account. Geology blows past the limitations imposed 
by the Biblical narrative: the Earth emerges through processes of transforma-
tion whose depth cannot be fathomed: ‘we find no vestige of a beginning, no 
prospect of an end,’ Hutton writes in his Theory of the Earth. What we can see 
is that there has been a transition from one state of the Earth to another, and 
Hutton and Lyell will develop an immanent understanding of these transforma-
tions. For Hutton and Lyell, it’s the continuity of phenomena that first has to be 
identified: the depth of time—and that’s the second sense of the term I’d like to 
stress — is revealed as intensive, insistent, and cumulative. Eroding, accumulat-
ing, collapsing, and emerging, each geological event is supported by way of a long 
mechanical duration [durée]. Geological ruptures are visible and legible within the 
various strata. A stratum is a layer of rock or sedimentary soil, containing internal 
characteristics that distinguish its from other layers. The strata are superposed on 
top of each other ‘like the leaves of a book’ as Lyell will say. The geological book is 
derived from successive layers of deposits: sediments, volcanic rocks, or forma-
tions arising out of the physico-chemical alteration of the rocks already present.

But the geological book can also suffer damage. What happens if we im-
agine for a minute that rocks become displaced, deposits become impossible, 
the forces responsible for the transportation of sediments become inferior to 
the resistance of movement. Then erosion begins to prevail, and entails a pe-
riod of non-deposition, before the conditions — as consequence of some slow 
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subsidence of the earth’s crust — are once again favorable for the deposition of 
new materials. Between the two sedimented rock masses exists what is called, 
in French, discordance, and in English unconformity. What geologists call the 
surface of unconformity is characterized by a gap in the stratigraphic record. 
Insofar as the unconformity can extend over very long periods of geological time, 
millions, tens of millions of years, we can identify a third meaning to the adjective 
deep: the depth of time concerns what has not been recorded, and which is there-
fore missing from the Earth’s memory — a gap, an interval of geological time not 
represented by the strata, separating two different rock layers. In a certain way, the 
surface of unconformity inscribes that which can’t be inscribed within stratigraph-
ic difference. In this sense, what is deep is not only what goes back very far in time, 
but also what is lost through time—this loss signaling the depth of what can be re-
cuperated by way of the different geological strata: a kind of geological unconscious.

The more we plunge into the time of the Earth, the more the abyss of time 
seems to traverse it, to attach onto another time that is even deeper still, an 
astronomical time surpassing both the time of the Earth as well as that of the 
human being. In his Theory of the Earth, Hutton develops a cyclical history of 
the Earth: geological history is not just a story about erosion, since the phases of 
decomposition alternate with uplift displacements. Hutton is known for having 
identified an unconformity (what is now called Hutton’s unconformity, located 
in Jedburgh, Scotland): indeed, what better way to depict the unending alter-
nating phases of erosion and geological uplifts than referencing the alternating 
layers of strata? Hutton draws forth an intuition that is not derived from his 
empirical discovery of unconformity, but from the work of Newton: just as there 
is the revolution of the planets, there is also a revolution of the cyclical phases 
according to which the Earth collapses and then rises up, and the philosopher 
Hutton ’connects the mineral system of this earth with that by which the heaven-
ly bodies are made to move perpetually in their orbits.’ Earth regenerates herself 
in the same way that the stars come back from the depths of space to accomplish 
their revolution. 

In his book, The Sacred Theory of the Earth (1681–1689), Thomas Burnet con-
nects the Earth to the stars in a rather strange way. The Earth, he tells us, is caught 
in a cycle of transformations, moving from chaos to Paradise, from Paradise to 
Flooding, from Flooding to the Earth as we know it, before it then burns and final-
ly transforms back into the Garden of Eden, transforming after the Last Judgment 
into a star like the ‘Sun, or a fixt Star’. The Earth’s becoming-astral is less weird 
than it appears, because at the end of time, with the return of Jesus and the Last 
Judgment, human beings will be redeployed, depending on their service record, 
into Heaven, Purgatory, or Hell. Consequently, there will be no need for human 
beings to have the Earth for home; our planet would have latitude to become 
again what it was before being trapped in the cycle of its transformations. In this 
sense, Burnet is perhaps less an anti-modern (as he was depicted in Geology 
textbooks) than he was the person who helped us to revisit the entire science of 
Astronomy: before being an ecosphere, Gaia, ‘originary-ark’ (Husserl) or ‘habitat’ 
(Arendt), the Earth was indeed nothing more than a star composed of the remains 
of other burning stars. Will it return to being another mere lifeless star? Yes, per-
haps even faster than we think thanks to Anthropocenic exhaustion.
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With the Anthropocene, deep time has come to the surface. It’s not merely 
a question of Braudel’s ‘deep history’; it’s also the depth of history that is no 
longer contained in tectonic slowness. Immense, intensive, incomplete, regen-
erative and astronomical, deep time is materialized on the Earth as that which 
exceeds the Earth itself, an astronomical volcanism regenerating it and inter-
rupting time itself, erasing time from the Earth in order for the Earth to acquire 
its own time, a specific time that does not merely belong to the Earth, a time that 
alienates the Earth from itself in order for the Earth to become itself.

Deep Time, Deep Space, Deep Politics? Deep Marx!

It would seem that we are on the Earth’s surface; but as the surface is subjected to 
the deep time that connects the geological to the astronomical, we are, at the sur-
face, as if we were at the greatest of depths; as close as we are so far away; among 
humans, the inhuman reigns. If my remarks somehow describe reality, then it 
will be even harder to see how they might be capable of establishing some sort of 
political response to the horrifying panorama I presented in the prologue. With-
out proposing some sort of political slogan or mode of organization in regards to 
what we could call a deep politics, I would like at the very least to propose a sort 
of inchoative attractor of meaning that could be described as: Deep Marx.

What are the potentialities in Marx’s oeuvre that allow us to uncover its geo-
logical and astronomical depth? We should first of all note that Marx’s position 
relative to the questions linked to nature have evolved, going from a celebration 
of industry, of a faith in the promises of technology, to a greater sensitivity to 
environmental problems. This evolution is visible in the place Marx grants to 
biology, chemistry, and geology during the last 15 years of his life. During that pe-
riod, Marx dedicates a great deal of his time to an intense study and research into 
the natural sciences attested by his 1868 notebooks (the reading and critique of 
Liebig’s ‘agricultural chemistry’, the analyses of the cause of deforestation) and 
those from 1878 notebooks regarding geology.

In fact, geology is at the very least a metaphorical dimension of Marx’s 
thought: the expressions of ‘social formation’ or of ‘economical formation’ are 
sketched out based off of a ‘geological formation’ that Marx owes to his reading 
of the geologist Joseph B. Jukes.

What’s more, even in his most technophilic moments Marx always left 
a place in his work for the geological dynamisms of nature: The German Ideology 
(1845) certainly assures us that the ‘sensuous world’ in which human beings 
evolve is the ‘product of industry’; but several pages later, Marx and Engels speci-
fy the nature which ‘preceded human history […] no longer exists except perhaps 
on a few Australian coral islands of recent origin’ (my emphasis). Terrestrial 
Nature, Marx and Engels tell us, has certainly been integrally modified by human 
societies; nevertheless, a natural dynamism exists that, coming from out of the 
depths of the Earth, gives way to new ‘formations’— such is the force of geolog-
ical uplifts and volcanoes. Then, yes, ‘life is not determined by consciousness, 
but consciousness by life’. ‘Living individuals’ are also subjected to volcanic, 
naturing forces, that sometimes ruin human praxis. Marx refers to this geological 
interference in The Class Struggles in France:
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The Constituent Assembly resembled the Chilean official who wanted to regulate 
property relations in land more firmly by a cadastral survey just at the moment when 
subterranean rumblings announced the volcanic eruption that was to hurl away the 

land from under his very feet.

The Marx I’m looking for is the one who speaks about the earthquakes caused 
by hydraulic fracking, of decapitated mountains exploited for coal in the Appala-
chians (mountaintop removal mining), of atmospheric eruptions due to climate 
change — a Marx cohabitating with Deep Blue, the electronic victor who thwart-
ed Kasparov in chess, and Deep Impact, the Hollywoodian film about a not so 
great encounter between Earth and an asteroid. This Marx should explain to us 
the relation between politics and geology, class struggle and the stratum strug-
gle. In speaking about stratum struggle, I am well aware of the fact that I’m being 
metaphorical, but I want to use it as a pre-concept, a theoretical location device. 
In order to explore this pre-conceptual level, let’s return to what an analysis of 
geological dimension has provided us and see what happens when we plunge 
into the Marxist volcano.

What is worth noting in the notion of unconformity is that it implies high-
ly differentiated strata separated by an abyss of time — irreconcilable strata, 
in a very similar way to the differentiation of classes — nothing can serve as 
substitute for the sedimentations that did not take place. From this, I draw 
the conclusion that class struggles are only ‘superficially’ a sociological phe-
nomenon, even if this ‘superficial or surface’ is, at present, comprised of pain, 
tears, and exploitation: it is deeply and profoundly geological, in the sense that 
it refers to a very ancient event: that of the rupture which Stanley Kubrick’s 2001, 
A Space Odyssey attempts to film, depicting primates in the midst of becoming 
oppressors, the first assassins promoted to the level of humans. Stratum strug-
gle prevents us from truly believing that class struggle can dissolve into a some 
kind of social solution: stratum struggle is politics that recognizes the lasting 
impression of blood upon a rock — the blood of those vanquished by history 
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and reduced to silence. The great thinker of environmental ethics, Aldo Leopold 
said that we must think like a mountain. But the mountain must also enter the 
political thought by way of geological uplifts and unconformities. Immense and 
intense, the stratum struggle is regenerated through a collapsed relation born 
out of a massacre, a genocide, and all the unjust laws that each day render the 
world more and more hideous. Such is the litho-politics of a Marxism to come.

If the classes are, then, inhabited by geological strata, the task of figuring 
out how to politicize the surface of unconformity remains. First, we must locate 
it, that is, identify the most important poles of erosion: those which lead to an 
environmental proletarization, if the phrase can label the dispossession or destruc-
tion of the conditions for socio-environmental reproduction as such. We could 
just as easily speak of planetary proletarization in order to define the way in which 
dispossession and destruction touch the mineral flesh of the Earth through the 
examples of fracking and mountaintop removal mining. Politically, the surface of 
unconformity provokes a conflict in regards to how one refers to what forms the 
Earth’s surface. If there is indeed a ‘politics of strata’ (Nigel Clark) that is worth 
thinking, a litho-politics to match the Anthropocene, then it should be based off 
the unconformity that turns these talking rocks that we are into planetarily frac-
tured beings.

Marx with the Stars (Epilogue)

First voice (angrily): You announced a Marx clad with stars, and you have only 
sketched a mineral Marx, a sort of Manifesto of Communist Tectonics; but nothing 
in sight that may resemble some Critique of Political Astronomy!

Second voice (almost mine): I admit that I have only elaborated a sketch, and that 
the passage from the geological to the astronomical is anything less than obvious in 
the thought of Marx, as I still have no information about Marx’s relation to the science 
of outer space. As I clearly stated, it’s up to us to invent Deep Marx, it will be the object 
of encounters. But this encounter between Marx and the stars should not be forced: 
politicizing the stars cannot mean to reduce the distance between the Earth and the 
Immense Heaven, but rather to leave at the core of politics what politics can do nothing 
about—its black hole. The collective appropriation of the means of production will 
have to leave room for the collective expropriation of the ends of antiproduction. 
Instead of the Space Age which has now been resumed again in a minor mode by firms 
claiming to be taking advantage of the opportunity to colonize Mars (think of Elon 
Musk’s Space X), we will need an Age of the Decolonisation of Technology; an Alienocene 
will replace the Anthropocene; an Outernationale will succeed the Internationale.

First voice (even more angrily): Metaphors! Meta-political reveries! You really 
believe that it’s through metaphors that we can heal our current epoch, that we can 
really demolish the Capitalocene, concretely prevent deforestation, and hopefully get 
rid of the yellow stain!

Second voice (meditative, but firm): Yes. (Time.) It’s the only solution. (Time.) 
The exit will first be metaphorical, or it will not be.
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